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Abstract 
Professional development in pre-service teacher education include practicum where teacher candidates have the opportunity for 
teaching experiences in cooperating schools. For that, an effective cooperation and collaboration need to be established between
schools and pre-service teacher education programs, and between in-service teachers serving as mentor teachers and pre-service 
teachers as well as between teacher educators and in-service teachers. During this complex interaction, we need to rely on in-
service teachers as experienced mentors and their pedagogical content knowledge while making judgements on pre-service teachers'
competencies in language teaching. For mutual professional development, pre-service teachers need to receive helpful feedback 
from more experienced teachers while in-service teachers, in turn, are encouraged to act as mentors for inexperienced teachers.
This paper investigates the needs of both pre-service and in-service teachers in order to provide solutions for the problems both
parties might have during this symbiotic collaboration. The study adopted qualitative research design. The data were collected 
through reflective journals and semi-structured interviews with in-service and pre-service teachers. Content analysis of the data 
illustrated that pre-service teachers had problems mainly with classroom management, appropriate feedback, time management, 
and teaching strategies. In-service teachers had serious challenges in establishing theoretical background for their comments and
needed more guidance in mentoring. The findings suggested that pre-service teachers need more practice opportunities in their way 
to becoming a language teacher whereas in-service teachers definitely need to improve and update their theoretical knowledge base
on current developments in the field.  
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1. Introduction  
English language teacher education programs offer practicum courses which involve teaching experiences for pre-
service teachers in cooperating schools while in-service teachers practise mentoring that can actually evolve into an 
invaluable opportunity for professional development. There certainly is a symbiotic interaction between stakeholders. 
In other words, an effective cooperation and collaboration need to be established between schools and pre-service 
teacher education programs, between in-service teachers serving as mentor teachers and pre-service teachers, and 
between teacher educators and in-service teachers for mutual benefits. Throughout this whole process, we need to rely 
on in-service teachers and their pedagogical content knowledge in making judgments about pre-service teachers' 
competencies in language teaching while they are expected to act as mentors and experienced partners. In this respect, 
mentoring is quite crucial and critical in both preparing tomorrow’s teachers and enhancing the skills of today’s 
teachers. It is obviously necessary to ensure both pre- and in-service teachers more effective and beneficial 
professional development experiences eventually. For this purpose, this study was conducted to inquire the practicum 
process from the perspectives of both pre-service teachers and in-service teachers acting as mentors, and to explore 
the gains, needs and challenges that might have significant impacts on their professional development procedures.   
2. Conceptual Framework  
One of the important components of the educational programs of pre-service teachers constitutes practicum 
experiences designed to improve teacher candidates’ practical teaching skills under the guidance of teacher educators 
and in-service teachers acting as mentors.  Pre-service teachers are expected and assumed to develop a philosophy of 
teaching by transferring course learning, mostly theoretical in nature, to authentic teaching contexts with real students 
and conditions. Teacher educators and in-service teachers as mentors are meant to support and guide this process with 
the comments and feedback they provide in order to help prospective teachers acquire teaching skills.  When we 
consider the status of pre-service teachers in real classrooms they regularly attend throughout the practicum period, 
they definitely need to receive comprehensive and insightful constructive feedback from more experienced teachers 
acting as mentors in their journey of learning how to teach.   
 Although mentoring is considered and utilised as a predominant practice during professional development 
experiences in most teaching contexts in the World today, the process of choosing mentor teachers at schools does not 
rely on sound criteria. It is usually assumed that if an in-service teacher is successful and has enough teaching 
experience, s/he can make an effective mentor for pre-service teachers.  Ambrosetti (2014) states “Classroom-based 
teachers are relied upon to mentor pre-service teachers in practical aspects of learning to teach… In many instances, 
it is assumed that if a teacher is considered to be an effective practitioner, they can pass on their skills and knowledge 
to another as a mentor. Mentoring is not a natural ability that people inherently have, so an effective teacher may not 
necessarily make an effective mentor” (p. 30). Similarly, a number of researchers point to the important role that 
mentor teachers play in prospective teachers’ professional development on one hand, and warn us about the problem 
that in-service teachers rarely receive training or preparation for mentoring skills and procedures on the other hand 
(Hall, Draper, Smith & Bullough, 2008; Tang & Choi, 2007).  However, previous research illustrated that teachers 
can learn and improve mentoring skills if they are given opportunities to receive specialized knowledge base, 
preparation and guidance (Feiman-Nemser, 2001; Hennissen, Crasborn, Brouwer, Korthagen &Bergen, 2011).  
Hudson, Nguyen and Hudson (2008) investigated the challenges for pre-service teachers of English as foreign 
language (EFL) entering the practicum period and expressed the major issues found in their data in the following 
words: “There was a gap between their knowledge of classroom practices from their university education and the 
reality of the classroom. Teaching materials and classroom issues related to teaching writing such as writing genres, 
writing topics, how to motivate students to learn writing need to be incorporated in pre-service teacher coursework. 
Reform in pre-service EFL teacher education must focus on facilitating practical university coursework and providing 
mentoring experiences that address the potential challenges pre-service EFL teachers face”. The concern for the nature 
and content of pre-service teacher education has been a major topic of discussion for scholars in the field of language 
teacher education. For example, Burns and Richards (2009) emphasizes the importance of contextualized engagements 
in teaching for pre-service teachers in these statements: “Teacher learning is not viewed as translating knowledge and 
theories into practice but rather as constructing new knowledge and theory through participating in specific social 
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contexts and engaging in particular types of activities and processes.  This latter type of knowledge, sometimes called 
“practitioner knowledge,” is the source of teachers’ practices and understandings” (p. 4). It is clear that pre-service 
teachers will acquire this type of practitioner knowledge through participating and actively engaging in teaching 
activities in their contexts. Burns and Richards continue to present the current perspectives on teachers’ professional 
development and state “While traditional views of teacher learning often viewed the teachers’ task as the application 
of theory to practice, more recent views see teacher learning as the theorization of practice; in other words, making 
visible the nature of practitioner knowledge and providing the means by which such knowledge can be elaborated, 
understood, and reviewed” (p. 4). By the same token, a mentor should not be just a passive observer providing 
feedback after pre-service teacher finishes the practice teaching. Teaching skills are probably acquired much better if 
mentors and pre-service teachers work collaboratively on tasks or activities during the whole process until the 
prospective teachers can satisfactorily practise teaching on their own, which can be actually observed in the 
propositions offered by the sociocultural perspective on skill acquisition.   
3. The Study  
The purpose of this study is to investigate the mentoring and practicum processes in order to gain insights about 
the needs of pre-service and in-service EFL teachers and to explore possible benefits, problems or challenges both 
parties might have during these processes in order to improve and ensure more effective and comprehensive 
professional development experiences for all. 
3.1. Research Design  
The study adopted qualitative research design in order to capture the complexities of perspectives and experiences 
the mentors and pre-service teachers had since it would be possible to obtain rich and in-depth data.  The data were 
collected through semi-structured interviews with in-service teachers and through reflective journals and semi-
structured interviews with pre-service teachers.  
3.2.  Participants  
There were two groups of participants for the purpose of the study. One group consisted of seven in-service EFL 
teachers teaching at two different high schools in Turkey. Five of them were female and two were male teachers. The 
average teaching experience of the in-service teachers was 14 years. All teachers were non-native speakers of English 
and had bachelor’s degrees specializing in English language teaching at various Faculties of Education in Turkey. The 
other group of participants included twelve pre-service EFL teachers attending Department of English Language 
Teaching at a state university in Turkey. Eight of them were female and four participants were male. They all were in 
their final year of the pre-service teacher education program taking Practicum course as one of the requirements for 
graduation. The average age of pre-service teachers was 22.   
3.3. Procedure and Data Analysis  
The data for the study were collected through reflective journals and semi-structured interviews. The in-service 
teachers as mentors were interviewed twice, that is, towards the middle and at the end of the practicum. The semi-
structured interviews of approximately 40 minutes each were recorded and transcribed. The mentor teachers were 
asked to keep a reflective journal; however, it was not possible to have them write their reflections on a regular basis.    
On the other hand, pre-service teachers wrote in their reflective journals regularly as part of their duties assigned 
for the practicum. In addition, pre-service teachers were interviewed at the end of the practicum period in order to 
obtain in-depth knowledge about the issues raised in questions and journals. Each interview lasted about 30 to 45 
minutes. The interviews were transcribed, and the reflective journals were collected for further analysis.  The data in 
the interviews and reflective journals were analysed through content analysis. It is important to note that the key to a 
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working analysis of qualitative data actually involves the task of reducing phenomenological data (Creswell, 2013; 
Patton, 2002).   
The data were organized into categories using the interview questions to begin the process of forming categories. 
This process involved constant reading, re-reading, highlighting, coding, combining meanings, and describing the 
phenomenological account based on the participants’ experiences and interpretation. The researcher looked for 
significant patterns and comparisons for further relationships which would describe the experiences for the 
participants. This process allowed the researcher to look for emergent themes and categories which corresponded to 
the interview questions. An independent researcher compared the original themes identified against the categorization 
he undertook for intercoder reliability. The result was Holsti coefficient = .90.  
4. Findings and Discussion  
Since the study adopted qualitative research design, the data collected from pre-service EFL teachers through 
reflective journals and semi-structured interviews, and the data collected from in-service EFL teachers using semi-
structured interviews were analysed separately in two different sections. However, the findings were reported in four 
major parts in order to have insights into possible benefits, problems or challenges each group of participants might 
have.  
4.1. Gains for Pre-Service Teachers  
The pre-service EFL teachers reported a total of 41 benefits of the practicum period they were involved in.  These 
benefits appear to represent 4 different themes as stated below:   
x The opportunity of putting the theoretical field knowledge into practice  
x Sharing the experiences and ideas in teaching with pre- and in-service teachers,  
x Feeling more autonomous and committed as they plan and implement the instruction in real classrooms  
x Acquiring a sense of professionalism and being a member of a community  
The opportunity of putting the theoretical field knowledge into practice was clearly expressed by a participant when 
she stated:   
 “I observed that some teaching methods and strategies we learned at the faculty were effectively implemented in 
the classrooms in this school. I used to believe that they were quite utopian applications. This might be due to the 
students’ high proficiency level in English. However, I will do my best to achieve similar successful implementations 
of the methods in other schools. Why not?” (Özlem)  
Another teacher candidate expressed: “Since we are in real teaching contexts, we inevitably gained real teaching 
experiences, which will contribute to our future profession” (Ahmet)   
The practicum created a collaborative and cooperative atmosphere for pre-service teachers, which they actually 
enjoyed a lot as one of the participants stated in the following words:  
“Before we started the practicum, I had some fears and anxiety; but thanks to my friends and the teachers at the 
school I feel much better now, they try to help and support me in preparing the lessons. We frequently exchange our 
feelings and ideas on activities” (Merve)  
The pre-service teachers also started to acquire a sense of autonomy and commitment. They expressed that they 
felt more like a teacher after they started the practicum since they had to take some professional decisions on their 
own. They also acquired a sense of professionalism and being a member of a community as they interacted with in-
service teachers, planned and implemented the instruction in real classes.    
4.2. Challenges for Pre-Service Teachers 
The data revealed that pre-service teachers experienced problems and faced challenges during the practicum period. 
The participant pre-service teachers stated a total of 78 problematic issues categorized in the following themes:   
x Challenges with classroom management, and time management   
x Challenges with stages of lesson in terms of transition and coherence  
x Problems with error correction   
x Challenges in making connections between theory and practice   
x Problems with implementing a variety of teaching strategies  
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x Conflicting perceptions of roles, and lack of communication with the mentors  
x Problems with feedback on practice teaching  
x Weak decision-making skills at critical, unexpected moments of teaching      
The pre-service teachers expressed that they had problems with the mentor teachers in terms of lack of 
communication and cooperation, conflicting perceptions of roles and appropriate feedback on issues in teaching 
practice in their reflective journals and interviews. The data also illustrated that the participating pre-service teachers 
were quite weak in decision-making skills as they could not handle unexpected moments effectively, that their 
teaching practices needed to be motivated and developed. One participant expressed:   
“It is so hard to attend to all the students at the same time, some of the students in class talk to each other while I 
try to help a student with some tasks. I hope they take me and my teaching more seriously when I become a real 
teacher; I am just an intern for now”. (Elif)  
Another pre-service teacher stated her problem with the flow of the lesson while she tried to make meaningful 
connections between the activities implemented. At times she expressed her frustration with the errors students 
committed. She felt inadequate and was not sure whether she provided appropriate feedback for them. The main 
concern was related with the quality and the type of correction she made. She also mentioned about the fear when the 
students asked her a question or the meaning of a word, which can be actually related to her concerns with her own 
proficiency level in the target language, and to her inefficiency with handling unexpected moments appropriately.   
The problem the pre-service experienced in linking the theory and practice was observed in other studies as well. 
For example, Seferoglu (2006) states that her participants thought there was a lack of close connection between the 
course materials and practical application in real classrooms. The participants reported on the challenges with teaching 
strategies such as discussion strategies and lecture strategies and on the problems with encouraging learners to be 
involved in active, collaborative or experiential learning, and in explaining and guiding them in simulations/games, 
etc.   
The challenges and the problems they faced during the practicum period actually point to the need for more practice 
teaching opportunities for pre-service teachers.  The previous studies supported data on similar issues. For example, 
Erten (2015) investigated the problems that in-service teacher experienced in their career and stated the crucial issue 
of connecting theory with practice in these statements: “Another problematic area that emerged from participants’ 
responses was the link between theory and practice, or the ideal and the actual. Ten participants (20%) thought that 
what was taught to them was hardly applicable or valid in teaching context. It appears that there is a mismatch between 
what happens in real language classes and what is taught about how to teach a foreign language” (p. 585).   
The participating pre-service teachers expressed that they would like to receive more insightful feedback from the 
mentor teachers rather than just very general comments such as “good, bad, well done, you need to work on this, etc.”  
in the following words:  
“The mentor teacher seemed to be concerned about our needs and are supportive, but I cannot understand what 
exactly s/he did not like in my teaching and her expectations for next sessions” (Mehmet)  
4.2. Gains for In-Service Teachers  
The mentor teachers could not keep a reflective journal because of their workload. As mentioned above, semi-
structured interviews were conducted in order to obtain rich data on their perspectives and experiences related to 
mentoring pre-service teachers. The data revealed that they had gains and challenges at the same time. The gains 
emerged mainly in the following themes as the in-service EFL teachers believed mentoring provided them invaluable 
opportunities to:  
x model the teaching process   
x encourage and inspire a vision for pre-service teachers  
x feel more responsibility for their own learning and continuous improvement as well as for teacher candidates  
x be more aware and have a better understanding of self, and teaching context  
x reinforce their reflective skills  
x adopt an inquiry approach to explore the variables in learning-teaching processes  
x have the skills and mind set for commitment to learning and to personal improvement as a teacher.  
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One teacher stated that “I felt superior to other teachers at school when I was offered to mentor newly coming pre-
service teachers. It means, of course, more work and responsibility for me since I have to design my teaching 
accordingly and guide the teacher candidates throughout the practicum period”. (Mrs. Gül)  
Another teacher says: “I am happy to share my experiences and ideas with these young teachers, I feel more 
motivated and refreshed with their existence. I also think critically about my own teaching more, not just about the 
pre-service teachers’ practice teaching” (Mrs. Deniz)   
4.3. Challenges for In-Service Teachers  
The in-service EFL teachers reported a total of 22 challenges they experienced when they were involved in 
mentoring during practicum.  These challenges appear to represent 4 different themes:   
x difficult balance in terms of providing the right amount of support and freedom pre-service teachers needed  
x doubts in offering in-depth knowledge, leadership and valuable expertise  
x feelings of inefficacy in planning and modifying instruction to best benefit pre-service teachers  
x feelings of being outdated in feedback for pre-service teachers  
The data revealed in-service teachers had serious challenges in establishing theoretical background for their 
comments and needed more guidance in mentoring. For example, one teacher expressed that she could not clarify why 
she did not find one of the presentations successful by one of the pre-service teachers. In the interview, it became clear 
that the in-service teacher was not aware of the theoretical background knowledge, and did not have updated 
information about the major principles and criteria for successful presentation of new materials.   
There were other instances in the data where the in-service teachers expressed their feelings of inefficacy and being 
outdated in the feedback they tried to provide on various issues in pre-service teachers’ teaching practices. For 
example, one teacher stated: “I don’t have adequate knowledge on implementing task-based language teaching or on 
teaching languages through discourse. I felt terrible when one of the interns asked for my help in designing a lesson 
in this format”. (Mr. Erhan)  
The findings suggested that pre-service teachers need more practice opportunities in their way to becoming a 
language teacher whereas in-service teachers definitely need to improve and update their theoretical knowledge base 
on current developments in the field. Pre-service teachers are repeatedly reported that they need to have longer and 
better practicum experiences in the literature (Erten, 2013; Seferoglu, 2006). This study validates the previous findings 
in this regard that pre-service teacher education programs need to organize and structure the quality and quantity of 
practicum periods for better equipped prospective teachers. Practicum period should not be limited to one semester in 
the final year of pre-service program. Another important change to undertake in the practicum experiences is related 
to the involvement of real students in classrooms. Pre-service teachers should elicit feedback on their teaching from 
these real students in classes they teach. Learners’ feedback would provide authentic and meaningful opportunities 
for pre-service teachers to learn how to become more reflective in their teaching. In turn, they would better shape their 
practice teaching based on the feedback they receive from learners during practicum.        
Expertise and experience are essential for a successful mentoring process. Mentors need to develop their skills to 
observe, provide constructive feedback, and support pre-service teachers in their efforts of learning to teach. 
Mentoring needs a different perspective onto the teaching context and it does not emerge naturally from being a good 
teacher (Wang 2001). In this sense, mentor teachers need to be provided training to acquire effective guidance and 
mentoring skills. There should be a working set of criteria in choosing the mentor teachers at schools. During 
practicum period, mentor teachers should not be just passive observers providing feedback after the practice teaching 
is over. Pre-service teachers and in-service teachers can work together and collaborate in designing and implementing 
the lessons. In this way, they can exchange practical and theoretical ideas and knowledge that may help both pre- and 
in-service teachers to improve themselves in their professions, and make necessary and working connections between 
theory and practice.  
More importantly, in-service teachers need to improve their theoretical knowledge base in the field of foreign 
language teaching and applied linguistics. For that, it is quite important to encourage in-service teachers to be engaged 
with research through various professional development events, and eventually to be engaged in research for 
themselves and their classrooms.  
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5. Conclusion  
This study reported the findings of an investigation on the needs, challenges and gains of pre- and in-service EFL 
teachers during the practicum period they were involved in. It is very clear that the quality and quantity of practicum 
periods for pre-service teachers and the nature of mentoring need to be organized and structured in order to address 
the challenges and sharpen the gains mentioned above in this study. Thus, the major conclusions withdrawn can be 
stated as follows:   
x Learning teaching necessitates more practice opportunities,  
x Practicum period should involve “observation of teaching” for the first two years, and “practice teaching” for the 
following two years,  
x Practicum experiences should also involve real students in classrooms who can give feedback on pre-service 
teachers’ teaching,  
x Mentoring necessitates expertise and experience. However, it is also necessary to have a set of criteria in 
choosing the mentor teachers at schools, 
x Mentor teachers should be provided specialized training in order to develop their skills to observe, how to give 
constructive feedback, and support that pre-service teachers desperately need.  
x Mentor teachers should not be just passive observers. They should work and collaborate with pre-service teachers 
in planning and designing the lessons for mutual benefits and for a working link between theory and practice,  
x Mentor teachers need to keep up with the innovations and theoretical knowledge in the field, 
x Mentor teachers should be encouraged to engage with research and to engage in research on learning and 
teaching a foreign language. 
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